6 the possibility that 'The Harp' became attached to the original chronicle during the mid 1470s.
II
The scholarly critique of James III has focused upon his personal failure. Yet in the period between 1469 and 1476 some structural changes were made to the processes of crown governance which must have represented a new, and most unwelcome, challenge to the interests of some of the king's more powerful tenants-in-chief. The royal demesne had been steadily augmented by James III's father and grandfather, often through forfeiture. 22 In 1469 the king added still more, both as a result of his reprisals against the Boyd family, who had controlled his government and his person during the royal minority, and from his marriage to
Margaret of Denmark, the latter of which brought Orkney and Shetland to the Scottish crown in 1472. 23 Although exact figures are impossible to calculate from the extant evidence, Craig
Madden estimates that the rents collected from crown lands more than doubled between 1450 and 1487. 24 While the additional revenue was no doubt welcome, it brought a parallel 22 In particular as a result of the clashes between James I and the Albany Stewart family, and Press, 1998). 23 Macdougall, James III, p. 92. increase in the number of tenants for whom the crown was directly responsible, and therefore an increase in the amount of litigation which came before the royal courts. Mark Godfrey has made a detailed study of the interaction between this increased litigation and the resultant institutional innovations which culminated in the establishment of the College of Justice, the supreme central court, in 1532. 25 This accrual of authority to the 'centre' occurred in tandem with the expansion of the royal demesne and with the heightened claims to royal authority advanced by the crown, suggesting that the three were in fact closely related.
As Macdougall so effectively demonstrated, the circumstances of the 1488 rebellion, and the later appointment of Albany's son to the governorship of Scotland, served to encourage a highly negative and much-embellished narrative of James III's reign by sixteenth-century chroniclers. 26 Central to this legend was a group of 'lowborn favourites' who influenced the king to the detriment of his 'natural' counsellors. 38 Chalmers, 'King's Council', pp. 23-4. 39 Chalmers, 'King's Council', p. 24. 40 Chalmers, 'King's Council', p. 24. 41 Macdougall, James III, pp. 147-8.
Whitelaw, Royal Secretary, the latter of whom ought to have had custody of the Signet. 42 The decision to hand to Scheves, who until very recently had been the king's physician, the see of St Andrews and possibly de facto control of royal patronage, would prove to be extremely unpopular with members of both the first and second estates. 43 This administrative change was instituted just a month after the July parliament, and it is possible that the king's decision to place an unquestionably loyal man at the heart of his government was not wholly unrelated to Albany's attempts to flout the newly-augmented royal authority.
III
'The Harp' is a clever work which satirises James III's political misadventures, relying heavily upon homophony and upon the double entendre for much of its comic effect. It was intended to be read aloud, heard by an audience familiar with the events in question, and the jokes it contains would have required no explanation for those who understood the references. 44 It emerged from the same fractious milieu which encouraged 'Blind Hary' to write his epic poem The Wallace which, while not overtly satirical, is thought to have been written between 1474 and 1479 and is acknowledged to contain a thinly-veiled criticism of 42 Macdougall, James III, p. 149, who suggests that such letters as survive are probably 'only a fraction' of those countersigned by Scheves. with real political influence as counsellors of James IV. 47 The satire in 'The Harp' therefore reflects both of these circumstances. The first three stanzas of the poem introduce the theme, warning the audience that there will be serious and less serious elements. The first half then proffers conventional advice to the king on a variety of subjects: choose wise men as your counsellors; do not concern yourself with trivial matters; always look to the common profit;
ensure that justice is done. Throughout the second half the poet ostensibly offers commentary on the management of crown finance, warns of the consequences of failing to do justice to the commons, argues that disrespect shown to royal officers will reflect badly on the king's authority and advises against granting remissions for serious crimes. In each case, however, he takes a familiar advice trope, applies it specifically to Scottish kingship, and then subverts it in order to satirise the events of James III's reign. In so doing he creates a masterful parody of the advice genre itself, for the amusement of James III's enemies. It is seldom the case that explaining jokes at great length is the best way to communicate their hilarity. Nevertheless, it is possible to gain a sense of the rather biting commentary which 'The Harp' must have constituted. The poem begins as follows:
Rycht as stringis ar reulit in a harp
In ane accord, and timyt al be ane uth, Quhilk as a king than curiusly thai carp,
The sang is sueyt quhen that the sound is suth;
Bot, quhen thai ar discordand, fals and muth, Thair wil na man tak plesance in that play:
Thai mycht weil thole the menstrale war away.
Bot, and the stringis be nocht al treu and traist, Quhat sal we say? Sal we the menstral wyt?
Yha, bot he bent and pruf thaim with his wraist;
Be thai untreu, pul out and mak al quyte,
And utheris treu put in thair stedis als tyt, And changes ay sua quhil he find treu acord;
Than wil men say he is worth til a lord.
Thou, riol king, al thus suld reule thi realm;
Gude sounde and suthfast to thi suggess gyve;
Thi tung to teche al suld be tane as time.
Thi lufe suld ger thi liegis laulyk leif.
Thow suld syft thi suggetis throu a seif;
14
Se quha war worschip, and quha to wa, And thaim reward eftir, as thai caus ma.
48
As Mapstone notes, the poet is following both Nicholas de Cusa and, closer to home, Walter
Bower, in using the motif of the minstrel who must attend to the tuning of his instrument in order to produce a pleasant sound. 49 In Bower's Scotichronicon, this takes the form of a recommendation that a king ought to 'control wayward strings and reduce them to sweet harmony by loosening those that are taut and tightening those that are slack. For it is safer to loosen strings than to cut them'. 50 As is clear, the author of 'The Harp' takes a somewhat different line, instead advocating that if the king finds the strings are not trusty and true he should pull them out to make them quiet and put others in their place. 15 may wish the minstrel gone as a result. 53 The poet recommends, in the third stanza, that the king sift his subjects through a sieve to see who is worthy and who is not. These deliberate distortions of conventional advice tropes must have seemed amusing enough when aimed at men like Scheves in the mid-1470s, but they acquired a further layer of humour after 1488, when one set of royal counsellors actually was replaced with another. James IV's victory at Sauchieburn proved to be highly lucrative for the new regime.
James III had hidden large amounts of money with his allies, in the form of treasure, before going into battle, and even brought £4000 in gold onto the field itself. 54 More booty was gradually handed in, under duress, by the late king's supporters; £24,000 was eventually recouped. 55 The attempts by the victors to reclaim it would turn out to be highly contentious, however, contributing to two counter-rebellions in 1489. 56 Stanzas 24 and 25, which occur in the middle of the poem, address the subject of the king's wealth and the management of crown finances:
Quhair is thi micht, thi go[l]d and thi riches
That to the sparit was in thi tendir age,
Quhilk sa michti in Scotland nevir yit wes
Nouther king na prince that men has in knawlage
The to supple at neid in thi barnage,
In tyme of were or uthir necessite?
Quhair is it now? Quha can thee tel, lat se.
53 DSL play n. 54 TA, I, lxxi, cited in Macdougall, James IV, p. 43. 55 Macdougall, James IV, p. 51. 56 Macdougall, James IV, pp. 49-79.
And al the sowmis of jowellis and tresour
Of thine elderis, quhair is it went away?
Quhare it is now suld thou ask cownt tharfor
Of thi detturis, maist force ar lukkin in clay.
Thi gret youthage has put let in delay.
Thus mon thou mak of neid vertu, I traist;
To craif dede men thou travalis al in waist.
57
In referring to the king's childhood these lines appear to be offering much more specific advice than does the rest of the poem. While such counsel is somewhat puzzling if connected to the 1450s, when there was no particular problem with royal debtors, their significance for the aftermath of Sauchieburn is clear. The doubles entendres are again in evidence, with 'michti', in the third line, having the sense of 'strongly or greatly addicted to a vice, or the like', and 'lukkin', which has been interpreted in this context as dead, being heard as tightfisted. 58 Furthermore, the poet employs two literary devices to add humour to these stanzas.
The first is an ubi sunt topos, which repeats the question 'where?' throughout the lines. 59 This builds expectation towards the punchline, which comes in the form of a reference to the alteration of the royal arms in the first two lines of the second stanza. This occurred in 1472, when parliament agreed to raise a tax to fund the passage of 6000 men to 'recover' the duchy of Brittany, a scheme based upon an extremely tenuous claim deriving from James III's aunt 57 Chron. Pluscarden, I, 396-7.
58 DSL michty a.; louk, v., lukkin, ppl. importance of acting in accordance with virtue. The poet thus subverts these conventions by referring to James III's apparent greed, and eventual downfall, instead.
The 1469 parliament which proclaimed James III's imperial authority also passed a series of statutes which arguably strengthened that authority at the expense of local elites.
One such act gave litigants who had not received justice in the court of their judge ordinary the right to have the judge summoned before the King's Council. 65 A second prevented creditors from collecting debts by seizing the goods of the debtors' tenants, and its enactment was justified by its intention 'to eschow the gret herschip and distructiounes of the kingis commonis malaris and inhabitaris lordis landis throw the force of the brefe [brieve] of distress'. 66 It stated that quhare the dettoure has na moveble gudis bot his lande, the schireff before quham the said soume is recoverit be the brefe of distres sall ger sell the landis to the avail of the det and pay the creditour sua that the inhabitantis of the said landis be nocht hurt nor grevit for thair lordis dettis.
67
This was a profound change, offering protection to those who held their land on tack and customary tenure. Hector MacQueen notes that proceedings against heritage in satisfaction of debt are 'relatively common' from 1469 onwards. 68 Actions concerning debt were most commonly brought without a brieve, through a claim of wrang and unlaw, but there were advantages to purchasing a brieve, not least that a lord lost the right to sue his vassal in his Quhat thank cunnis God the for to justify
The pure commonis that thou has in to cure;
And syne thi self to leif maist tiranly, Doand na resoune to na creature?
Lord God sic lordschip may nocht lang indure.
Wald thou tak tent to thir old storyis, How mony princis ar perist on this wiss.
70
The highly critical tone of this stanza has been noted by Mapstone, with particular reference to the use of the word 'tiranly', a serious accusation to level at any monarch. nocht lang indure', which is rhetorically heightened by the use of apostrophe. This is in reference to the fact that lords were being forced to give up parts of their lands in payment of their debts, and so their lordships literally could not endure as discrete territorial units. As well as exhorting the audience to take note, the phrase 'tak tent' alludes to the act of rent collection, 74 while the last line hints that this situation was a contributory factor to the actions taken against James III. The overall impression is that it is the change in the law which the poet considers to be 'tiranly'. The irony of embedding such commentary within a trope conventionally used to criticise kings who allowed the 'pure commonis' to suffer through lack of justice was surely not lost. This stanza has very strong similarities in both vocabulary and tone to one from 'The Tale of the Sheep and the Dog' by Robert Henryson, which is genuinely concerned with a lack of justice in the realm, and this possibly provided a template for the author of 'The Harp'. 75 The earl of Angus was amongst those to fall foul of this legislation when, in 1486, land worth £155 12s 8d was apprised and sold by the sheriff of Forfar to settle a debt to Thomas Fotheringham. 76 In 1488 the unfortunate Fotheringham found himself to be one of four hostages given over to the rebels by James III during negotiations before the battle of Sauchieburn, and would later be accused of working towards 'the destruction of our supreme lord the king and the lords adhering to him' at the first 74 DSL te(i)nd adj., n. Rather than simply an 'ad hoc response to a specific complaint', 83 this must surely be viewed in relation to the 1469 legislation, mentioned above, against the 'jugis ordinaris quhilkis wil nocht execut thare office and minstir justice to the pure pepil'. 84 Along with the legislation of the same year on distraint and that of 1471 regarding 'partial' assizes, this is strongly suggestive of a new willingness on the part of the crown to ensure that the worst abuses of local justice were limited. Hume was found not guilty of deforcement in 1473 due to an administrative error, but a new letter of distraint was then issued by the king, under the Signet. 85 In Here began the legend of James III which persisted into the twentieth century. 'The Harp' was born of the same political impulse. Two public protests would follow, in 1489, challenging the legitimacy of the new regime by attacking the 'parciall personis' around the king, and using the rhetoric of support for the crown. 112 In contrast to the 1488 parliament these persons were listed by name, and following the battle of Gartloaning at least some of the dissenters were brought back into the government, their grievances presumably felt to be legitimate. 113 Different narratives were therefore being consciously adopted by different sides in order to publicly assert and contest competing claims to political authority. While the individuals who comprised the poem's audience must remain a mystery, therefore, it is possible to imagine a group of men who would have both understood and enjoyed hearing the conventions of political advice being subverted for their entertainment. If the poet's fortunes mirrored those of Blind Hary it is even possible that 'The Harp' was performed for James IV himself. Others at court, such as Archbishop Scheves, who chose to leave his copy of the 111 RPS, 1488/10/51. 112 Most famously in the 'Lennox Apologia', NRS, GD220/2/1, no. 85; Macdougall, James IV, pp. 70-2.
Pluscarden chronicle untarnished by 'The Harp', clearly did not find such satire quite so amusing.
